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Dog Days 


Slinking around the rest stop, James felt as though a black cloud was following him. Hell, the black cloud had 


been there for months, hovering over his shoulder as a constant reminder of what he'd lost. 


His band mate, his friend, the one person he believed could see the inner workings of his soul and accepted him 


for everything. 


There'd been no question that they'd had to let Dave go. The Dangerous which preceded him wasn't so much 
an adjective as a part of his name. A part which didn't appear on his birth certificate. 


Dangerous Dave Mustaine: Professional hellraiser. 


But it still hurt, a dull ache in his heart and soul. When it came to late night soul bearing sessions, no one 


could hold a candle to Dave's presence. 


He skulked through the small shop, ignoring the kids buying candy and the parents buying coffee. The place 
smelled comforting, of coffee and small town hospitality. It also smelled of souls lost to the long, winding 
journeys and endless strips of asphalt. 


Winding through the narrow aisles, James found himself before a row of arcade games, three of them lined up 
against the back wall, their flashing graphics and crazy noises meant to entice the kids into playing them. But it 
was late, the sun was setting, and the grown ups wanted to get back on the road. 


Memories; that was what they brought back. Memories of lost afternoons feeding quarters into a game. 


Memories of playing them until his fingers ached. Memories of sharing the experience with someone else. 
Walking along them, he examined them all until he came to the one tucked in the corner. A cube of perspex 
filled with brightly coloured toys, all illuminated by glittering lights. In amidst the gloom, a spark of happiness 
flickered to life. 


Placing his hands against the clear surface, he examined them, taking in the animals, dolls and aliens with big, 


happy eyes. 
And there, only just visible was the one which made him smile. 


With perky ears, big eyes and a floppy, red tongue, the red and black dog smiled out at him. Take me fo my 


forever home, it screamed. 


James saw his reflection smile, his fingers stroking over the smooth surface. It reminded him of his own dogs, 


of the faithful friends who never left him, of the ones waiting at home, wondering where Dad had gone. 


He had to have it. Patting his pockets, he grunted and shoved his fingers into the worn denim. Nothing, nada, 


zilch. No money, not even a cent. Snarling, he pushed the machine, the frustration hot. 

"sup, dude?" 

His eyes stared at the second reflection, the one which had suddenly appeared at his shoulder. Turning, he 
looked at Cliff. Their bassist stood in one of the aisles, swaying slightly, a warm smile on his face and a paper 
bag dangling from his fingers. 


"Nothing," James softly replied 


The sadness was beginning to return, brought on by the inability to get into the machine and steal himself a 
little piece of happiness. 


“Come on, | know something's up." Placing the brown paper bag on a shelf, Cliff closed the gap between them. 


"You've been mopin' around for months." 


James just shook his head, hiding his eyes behind waves of blond hair. He didn't want anyone to see what lay in 
his soul, the pain which still haunted him. 


"Its about Dave, isn't it?" 
Shit! 
Shuffling his feet, James looked at the floor. 


"Look," Cliff continued, "you're allowed to feel like shit. You'll move on at some point. Anythin' | can do to me 


you feel better?" 


The little sliver of happiness reignited, quickly followed by one of stupidity. He was a grown man, for fuck's 
sake. A grown man craving after the comfort of a soft toy. 


"Yeah," he finally said. 


From his point of view, he could only see Cliff's sneakered feet. The battered old sneakers shuffled a little 


closer and a hand brushed his shoulder. 

"What can | do for you, man?" 

Lifting his head, he didn't look into his band mate's eyes, just nodded to the machine behind him 
"You want something from in there?" 

"Yeah" His voice was barely there, desperately trying to hide his childlike glee. 

"Alright" There was a hint of excitement in Cliff's voice. "Challenge accepted! 


The child within in screamed with delight and he looked to Cliff, a smile on his face. The bassist hadn't judged 
him, hadn't laughed at him, hadn't called him a "fag", or worse. Leaning against the machine, he watched as Cliff 
rifled through his pockets, finally pulling out a handful of quarters. 


He held them out to James. "Hold these. Man, | used to love these as a kid. Won a whole bunch of stuff when | 


was a kid" 
"Yeah?" 


Cliff looked at him, his own smile telling James that somewhere, deep inside his friend, a five year old boy had 
just woken up. "Awww yeah! Used to win ‘em for my family. Sure they're still in the attic. The toys, | mean, 
not my family. That would be wrong" He turned his attention back to the toy-filled cube. "Okay, my friend, 


anything in particular?" 


Pressing his shoulder to Cliffs James' eyes scanned the pile of colourful fur, finally landing on the dog from 


earlier. 


"That one." He pointed to the depths of the machine. 
Squeezing up close, Cliff squinted and frowned. "Which one?" 
"The red and black dog. There. In the middle 

Cliff pressed his face to the perspex. "Still can't see it: 
"There. Beneath the pile of little blue aliens.” 


"Oh yeah, | see it! Fuck, man, that's pretty well buried" James felt his heart begin to drop. Cliff chuckled and 
nudged him out of the way. "I like a challenge. That dog's as good as yours." 


A quarter was dropped in to the machine and a mish-mash of happy music rang from it as the little crane 
jumped to life. James watched intently, his eyes flicking between the clawed crane and Cliff's fingers. His friend 
was good, expertly moving it back and forth, carefully lining it before taking aim. 


The first two attempts failed, Cliff cursing softly as the crane came away empty-clawed. Cuddly toys 
scattered as he took his third try, the crane plunging in to the depths. Still it came away empty and James 
sighed, sagging against the machine. 


Pushing himself upright, he tapped Cliff on the shoulder. "Come on. There's no point. Thanks anyway for trying. 
Makes me feel better." 


Instead Cliff looked at him, the child still awake behind his eyes. "No way. I'm not giving up until that dog is 


sleeping next to you." 


James felt the laughter bubble up and he draped an arm around his friend's shoulders, hugging him tight 
before he was playfully pushed away. Another quarter rattled into the machine, the happy-go-lucky music 
playing as the crane began to move. 


Happy times, that was what he wanted. Happy times and new memories to help wash away the pain and, most 
of all, the guilt, that he'd been feeling. The memories of Dave would stay, forever there, but there were fresh 
new times ahead and he needed to make the most of them instead of constantly dwelling on the past. 

The crane sped back and forth, Cliffs fingers making short work of the machine's controls. Their laughter and 
boyish jokes filled the air, mixing with the homely smells of the small shop. In the hopper of the crane game, a 
small pile of toys accumulated, their spoils for trying to get to the dog. 

"Gotta dig, man, gotta dig,” Cliff said. "Diggin’, diggin’, diggin’, just like a dog." 


James couldn't help but laugh and he idly looped an arm around the bass player's waist as he watched the 


master at work. Toys were pushed out of the way, or collected, all of them one step closer to the black and 
red dog. They became kids again, living for the moment, the quarters clattering into the machine. Time stood 
still, suspended while their attention was focused on the simple act of moving the crane and getting to clasp on 


to the array of new furry friends. 


Slowly but surely, and with a whole bunch of quarters, Cliff cleared the pile until the dog sat proudly on top. It 


had a friendly face, reminding James of the homecoming he'd get from his own once he returned. 


"Ready?" Cliff's voice was soft, quivering with excitement. "This is my last quarter, man. After this we'll have 
to go shake someone down" 


James felt the excitement transfer to him, dancing along his arms and over his shoulders, wrapping around his 
neck and making his hackles rise. His arm tightened around Cliff's waist and he laid his chin on his friend's 
shoulder, inhaling the scent of sweat, sleepless nights and long distance bus rides. It wasn't an unpleasant smell; 
hell, it was probably on all of them. But on Cliff it had a different kind of aura, one which spoke of small towns, 
driving off the beaten track, and long forgotten cemeteries. It spoke of the wild, the wind in their hair, and 


shadows which flickered in the corners of their eyes, exciting and terrifying them in equal measures. 

"Ready," he quietly replied. 

The final quarter was teasingly dropped into the machine. It clattered through the mechanism until it fell, with 
a satisfying clunk, into the money box. Once more, the machine started, lights flashing and music jangling. 
Fingers poised over the simple controls, Cliff slowly moved the crane back and forth. Once he had it in place, 
James heard him take a deep breath. 


"Do it," he hissed. "Do it, do it, do it." 


Their eyes never left the game as the prongs of the crane opened and lowered. They held their breath, the 
descent seeming to take forever. 


The prongs closed over one of the dog's ears and the crane began to lift. James felt his jaw tighten, fingers 
digging into Cliff. Up and up the crane went, teasing its fingers along the dog. All seemed to be well, it seemed 
to have it. 


"Come on." James heard himself hiss. 


The dog dangled from the crane and, just as it began to move to the prize hopper, it fell, crashing back to the 
top of the pile. 


"Nol 


James didn't even realise he'd had so much faith riding on that one simple motion Cliff's hand came to rest in 


the small of his back, rubbing tiny circles against his flimsy shirt. 


"s alright. Got two more chances. That dog's as good as yours. Ready?" 

He tried to catch his breath, tried to speak. Instead he just nodded. 

The crane began to move, flicking back and forth before it began to descend. Again, the opened prongs swept 
over the dog before the crane came away empty. James felt a howl of despair begin to rise, his body tight 
with anticipation. Beside him, he could see the frustration begin to build in the normally laid back Cliff. 

"Gonna get it this time, don't you worry. Gonna get it and take it on home." 

Releasing his death-grip, James tried to relax. Instead he found himself pacing, hands clenched into fists. He 
couldn't watch, couldn't look at the machine. The music jangled and he heard the boop-boop-boop as the crane 
moved around. 

Then there was silence. 

A painful, heavy silence. 

He didn't want to look. 

Didn't want to open his eyes. 

"Woof" The word was barely a breath, spoken by the man who had been trying so hard to please him. 
Cracking an eye open, James felt the child-like glee return. Stretching out his hands, he plucked the colourful 
dog from Cliff's hands and held it to his face. In the bright light of the store it looked even happier. Happy to 
be free of its perspex pen. Happy to be going to a new home. And it made James happy to know that it would 


be him giving the dog its new home. 


Hugging it close, he stroked its head, hand running over its sticky-up ears, down over its wide, glass eyes, 
before gently tugging on the floppy tongue. 


Happy dog. Happy James. 


With his arms full of soft toys, Cliff smiled and nudged James with his hip. "Come on, let's go give the others 
their gifts." 


wvunu 


Brightly coloured animals decorated the tour bus. The pink pony went to Kirk, while Lars helped himself to a 
small army of blue aliens. Sitting on Cliffs bunk was a purple cat, permanently guarding the pillow. And sitting 


on James’ was the red and black dog, a small green and pink cat keeping it company. Happy animals, happy 


memories. 


